It is tempting to stay in a familiar environment. The area where we 'grew up' and learned our trade is well-known to us. We understand its culture and know how to get things done. While change is disruptive, it seems to be the price we have to be willing to pay for true learning. Only if we move outside our comfort zone is our thinking challenged and we are forced to learn new ways of doing things. If a woman wants to progress in her career she needs to understand how the different parts of the organization link together. She also has to understand the organization's competing needs and be able to see an issue from different perspectives in order to make the best decision overall, rather than just for one particular function:
The same set of experiences time and time again is not useful, you need to completely change the context and get out of your comfort zone. It is not so much an issue of whether you are in line or functional roles, it is more about how often you are in a new context and a new sector and new roles. It is the change in job roles that is important. For example, it is important to be part of an acquisition, both while acquiring and while being acquired, and it is important to be in a situation where money has been lost and to have worked in a low-margin environment. (HR director, FTSE 100 company)
All interviewees recognized the importance of having a broad base to their careers. A number of them talked about how they took conscious steps to broaden their experience base, as the following comments show:
I took the conscious decision to broaden out. I joined a management consultancy where I could work in different sectors. It was a pivotal change for me. I started and then specialized in fi nancial services, which was new to me. I had exposure to broader projects, such as cost reduction projects and change projects. They were multidisciplinary; for example, treasury and IT. I was sent on long overseas assignments to Eastern Europe and Saudi Arabia. This time allowed me to broaden my international experience. (Cathryn Riley, UK Commercial Director, Aviva)
[After eight years in retail] I went to McKinsey as an experienced industry hire and helped to set up their retail practice. I decided to take the role as it is a big brand and it would help me to fi ll in my analytical skills. It would give me CFO exposure. I felt like a fi sh out of water as McKinsey is quite formal, analytical and has a longhours culture. But I made some of my best friends there. It gave me the ability to never be frightened about anything. It taught me how to disaggregate problems. It was a lovely culture where people helped each other. (Helen Buck, Convenience Director, Sainsbury) This chapter will explore three broad types of changes to one's established work environment. First, the interviewees talked about the challenges (and associated learning) of moving to a signifi cantly different role but staying in the same function, the same organization and the same industry. Moving to a different role in this case does not mean a promotion from, say, an account executive post to that of account manager; it involves a real step change. One interviewee, for example, talked about moving from a research role to a commercial role.
Second, the interviewees talked about staying in the same role but moving to a different organization, and often also to a different
